During the period of lactational oestrus, the corpus luteum of ovaries of grey seals decreased in size following the birth of the pup, while on the contralateral ovary one major large follicle rapidly expanded. These large follicles had the highest concentration of oestradiol (4282 \ m=+-\ 609 ng ml \m=-\1) and progesterone (499 \ m=+-\ 168 ng ml \ m=-\ 1) . 
Introduction
Information on the reproductive biology of pinnipeds in general and the oestrous cycle in particular is available through behavioural studies (Anderson and Harwood, 1985) , the morphology of the reproductive tract (Craig, 1964; Boshier, 1977; Boyd, 1984;  Ouellette and Ronald, 1985) and through studies on steroids in peripheral plasma (Daniel, 1975; Reaside and Ronald, 1981; Boyd, 1983; Temte, 1985;  Reijnders, 1990) or in the placenta (Hobson and Boyd, 1984) . No (16) (17) (18) days), a dominant follicle develops (Boyd, 1983) . Oestrus and mating take place at the end of lactation. After fertilization, the implantation of the blastocyst occurs in pinnipeds three month later, shortly after the moult (Daniel, 1981; Boyd, 1991) . Composition offollicular fluid and plasma
The concentrations of total protein and electrolytes in plasma, and plasma osmolarity remained unchanged (P > 0.05) during the whole period of lactation and these data were there¬ fore combined into one group (Table 2) . Similarly, neither stage of lactation nor follicular size had an effect on the intrafollicular concentration (P > 0.05) of electrolytes or total proteins, or on osmolarity, and, therefore, these results were also pooled (Table 2) . However, the concentrations of electrolytes (P < 0.001) and total proteins (P < 0.05) were significantly lower in follicular fluid than in plasma; no differences were observed for osmolarity.
Concentrations of oestradiol in plasma fell after parturition, increasing slightly at stages II and III of lactation, whereas progesterone concentrations decreased and remained low throughout lactation (Fig. 1) (Boyd, 1983 (Boyd, , 1984 Hobson and Boyd, 1984) .
Oestradiol and progesterone concentrations in plasma of seals show similar changes to those reported for terrestrial mammals with regard to parturition and ovulation. The decrease in oestradiol concentration, observed after parturition here, is in agreement with that found by Raeside and Ronald (1981) and the tendency to increase again at the end of the oestrous cycle agrees with the work of Boyd (1983) and Reijnders (1990 (Andersen et al, 1976) . Thus, the intrafollicular concentration of lipids is lower than that in plasma (Chang et al, 1976; Perret et al, 1985) . This was found to be the case in grey seals for -tocopherol, cholesterol and phospholipids. There is, however, much variation in the distribution of lipids among the lipoprotein classes in Oestradiol (ng ml-1)
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Free fatty acids (µ ml"1) terrestrial and marine mammals (Chapman, 1980) . These differ¬ ences may be responsible for the distinct differences observed among the different lipids in follicular fluid. Higher concen¬ trations of free fatty acids in follicular fluid than those in plasma have also been reported for pigs (Yao et al, 1980 
